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NOTA CIENTIFICA

Records and breeding sites of the Least Grebe
(Tachybaptus dominicus) in Zacatecas

Registros vy sitios de anidacion del zambullidor menor
(Tachybaptus dominicus) en Zacatecas

Noé Pérez-Valadez'

Abstract

[ recorded the Least Grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus) for the first time in the state of Zacatecas on March 2012. Since then | have
observed this species in different sites within the municipality of Nochistlan de Mejia, southwestern Zacatecas. Additionally, in
May, July, September, and October 2014 four breeding sites were located in artificial ponds, one of them with a nest with three
eggs. Artificial ponds, locally known as “bordos”, are important habitat not only for the Least Grebe, which is at the category of
special concern according to the Mexican law NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2010, but also for other resident and migratory waterbirds such
as ducks. Even when the Least Grebe has been recorded in the states of Aguascalientes and Jalisco, there is no information for the
state of Zacatecas. In this paper, | report information about records, breeding sites, and behavior of this species in the municipality
of Nochistlan de Mejia.
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Resumen

En el aflo 2012 registré por primera vez en el estado de Zacatecas al zambullidor menor (Tachybaptus dominicus). Desde enton-
ces he observado a esta especie en lugares diferentes en el municipio de Nochistlan de Mejia, suroeste de Zacatecas. Adicional-
mente, en mayo, julio, septiembre y octubre de 2014 encontré cuatro sitios de anidacién en cuerpos de agua artificial, uno de
ellos con un nido que contenia tres huevos. Los cuerpos de agua artificiales, localmente conocidos como bordos, son lugares
importantes no sélo para el zambullidor menor, el cual es una especie en la categoria de proteccion especial de acuerdo con
la NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2010, sino también para otras aves acudticas residentes y migratorias, como los patos. A pesar de que el
zambullidor menor ha sido registrado en los estados vecinos de Aguascalientes y Jalisco, no existe informacién para el estado de
Zacatecas. En este estudio documento informacién sobre registros, sitios de anidacién y comportamiento de esta especie en el
municipio de Nochistlan de Mejia.
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Introduction

The Least Grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus) is a freshwater bird
species that ranges from southern Texas to northern Argentina
(Storer 2011). It inhabits temporary or permanent water bodies,
from small ponds to lakes, especially those with vegetated edges
for cover (Howell and Webb 1995, Storer 2011), but it can also
nest on small artificial ponds if enough prey is available (Brin-
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kley and Humann 2001, Ortega—AIvarez 2013). In México, it is
found mainly in lowlands along both Pacific and Gulf coasts,
from Sonora and Tamaulipas to Chiapas and Yucatan Peninsula,
respectively (Howell and Webb 1995), with records on Baja
California Sur (Llinas and Jiménez 1997, Carmona et al. 1999),
central México (Ortega-Alvarez 2013, eBird 2012), and nor-
thern México (e.g. Coahuila, Durango; McCormack et al. 2007);
in recent years, it has been recorded more frequently in north-
central México (e.g. Aguascalientes, Jalisco, eBird 2012).

In México, the Least Grebe is at the category of special
concern (SEMARNAT 2010), and owing to its frequent use of ar-
tificial ponds, human activity could have a negative impact on
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this species. Least Grebe breeds year-round in the tropics, and
nesting records in unusual areas of México have been reported
in the state of México, central México (Storer 2011, Ortega-
Alvarez 2013). In addition, McCormack et al. (1999) recorded
three pairs of Least Grebe in Coahuila as possible breeders in
human-made reservoirs, but with no breeding records con-
firmed. In the states of Aguascalientes and Jalisco, young Least
Grebe have been observed (eBird 2012), but there is a lack
of information about its local behavior and dispersal. In this
paper, | report information about records, breeding sites, and
behavior of this species in the municipality of Nochistlan de
Mejia, Zacatecas.

Methods

From September 2011 to December 2016, | carried out bird
surveys randomly in the municipality of Nochistlan de Me-
jia, southwestern Zacatecas (Figure 1). Vegetation types were:
cactus-acacia-mesquite scrub, oak and pine-oak forests, tropi-
cal deciduous forest, induced grasslands, and artificial ponds.
Distance traveled by day varied from 500 m to 7 km, on foot,
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with an average of 4 km, and it included roads and areas within
the vegetation types surveyed. | visited permanent and temporal
streams and artificial ponds looking for waterbirds using 7 x 35
mm binoculars. Where Least Grebes were detected, | visited the
same sites some weeks or months later after the first sighting to
corroborate if they were still present in the pond. Human activi-
ties and cattle grazing were recorded in the area surrounded the
artificial pond.

Results
Breeding records

In May, July, September, and October 2014 four breeding sites
of the Least Grebe in the municipality of Nochistldn de Me-
jia, Zacatecas, were located in artificial ponds, locally known
as “bordos”. At site one, a permanent artificial pond, Rancho
Capulin de Abajo (21°25°59"N, 102°55724"0, Datum wWGs84;
2297 meters above sea level (masl, Figure 1) on 12 May 2014,
four adults and three young were observed in the area. The
surrounding vegetation includes oak (Quercus spp.) and second
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Figure 1. Study area. Stars represent the four sites where Least Grebe were observed breeding (Capulin de Abajo, Monte de
Yanez, El Tuiche and La Jabonera). Dots represent additional sites where the Least Grebe were recorded in the municipality.
Diamond represents a record in the municipality of Jalpa, and triangles represent the nearest sites in Jalisco and Aguascalientes

where the Least Grebe has been recorded.
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growth vegetation. The height of the aquatic vegetation above
the water was 2.5 m and the size of the pond was approximately
55 x 20 m (Figure 2A). There were no signs of cattle in the sur-
rounding area. During visits to the site on 27 June and 8 July
2014 only two adults were seen, with no young. During an
additional visit on February 2015 | observed two adults and
three young. No other aquatic birds were recorded in the site
during these visits.

At site two, a permanent artificial pond, Rancho Monte de
Yarez (21°27°05"N, 102°46°5170, Datum wGs84; 1994 masl;
Figure 1) in 7 July 2014, two adults and three young were
observed. The surrounding vegetation includes oak (Quercus
spp.) and second growth vegetation. The height of the aquatic
vegetation above the water was 1 m and the size of the pond
was approximately 170 x 85 m (Figure 2B). There were some
cattle grazing in the surroundings. In 12 September 2014 only
one adult was seen. The only additional aquatic bird seen du-
ring these visits was the Mexican Duck (Anas platyrhynchos
diazi).

At site three, a permanent artificial pond, Rancho El Tuiche
(21°22712"N, 102°49°00"0, Datum was84; 1858 masl; Figure
1), on 4 September 2014, two adults and a nest with three eggs
were observed; the eggs were partially covered with plant matter
(Figure 3A). The surrounding vegetation includes cactus-acacia-
mesquite (Opuntia spp.-Acacia spp.-Prosopis spp.) scrub and in-
duced grasslands. The height of the aquatic vegetation above the
water was T m and the size of pond was approximately 85 x 45
m (Figure 2C). At the time when the birds were observed there

were no signs of cattle. However, approximately two months
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earlier some cattle were seen, and in 30 June 2014, a single
adult was seen in this “bordo”. In 16 September, the three young
were recently born, because they were carried on the back of
one of the parents. Also, the Mexican Duck was recorded during
these visits.

At site four, a temporal artificial pond, Rancho La Jabonera
(21°25°01"N, 102°47728"0, Datum wGs84; 1975 masl; Figure
1), 1 October 2014, two adults and five young were observed.
The surrounding vegetation includes cactus-acacia-mesquite
(Opuntia spp.-Acacia spp.-Prosopis spp.) scrub and corn crops.
The height of the aquatic vegetation above the water was 50
cm and the size of the pond was approximately 85 x 50 m
(Figure 2D). The area seemed abandoned and there were no
signs of cattle. No other aquatic birds were recorded during
this visit.

Behavior

When | approached the artificial pond where adults and
young were present, alarm calls were given by one of the pa-
rents and all joined and swam to the center of the pond, away
from the strangers. Some of the young were not close to the
parents during these moments, but with the alarm calls they
rapidly swam towards the parents. This behavior was recorded
at places where vegetation was not tall or dense enough to
serve as cover; on the other hand, grebes swam underwater
towards the aquatic vegetation to cover and stay there until
disturbance was gone. Only young grebes sometimes showed

Figure 2. Breeding sites of the Least Grebe
at Nochistlan de Mejia, Zacatecas. A)
Capulin de Abajo: Oak and second growth
vegetation, B) Monte de Yanez: Oak and
second growth vegetation, C) El Tuiche:
Cactus-Acacia-Mesquite scrub and in-
duced grasslands, D) La Jabonera: Cactus-
Acacia-Mesquite scrub and corn crops.
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Figure 3. A) Least Grebe nest with three eggs at El Tuiche in 4 September 2014. B) Two adults and three young Least Grebe
at El Tuiche in 1 November, age of young approximately 8 weeks.

themselves from time to time, but rapidly hid if they detected
any stranger.

At rancho La Jabonera, 1 October 2014, | recorded two
adults and five young. | returned to this site at 17 November
and only both parents and one young were recorded. Interes-
tingly, at 29 November 2014, approximately three kilometers
from this last site, | observed two young Least Grebe and no
adults in a different artificial pond, which previously was not
occupied by Least Grebes, and probably corresponded the
young missing from the artificial pond at rancho La Jabonera.
The fact that some young were found alone with no adults in
other sites could explain dispersal, something that could ha-
ppened At Rancho El Tuiche. | found a nest with three eggs at
El Tuiche in 4 September 2014, and in 16 September young
Least Grebes were carried on the back of one of the parents,
which means they had few days after they were born. At 1
November 2014, young at age of approximately eight weeks
were seen swimming with the parents (Figure 3B). | visited
this artificial pond at 15 November 2014 and only the pa-
rents and one young were observed. Perhaps two of the three
young were eaten by predators, or possibly they left the ar-
tificial pond where they were born after a period of nine to
10 weeks, approximately. Future research will clarify age of
dispersal in the area.

Discussion

Artificial ponds (“bordos”) are very common in north-central
Mexico, and are made by people who have cattle in their pro-
perties. Some artificial ponds retain water all-year round, and
others just for a few months. Such “bordos” are important sites
for migratory waterbirds such as ducks. For instance, in No-
chistlan de Mejia | have recorded 13 duck species (Pérez-Va-
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ladez 2016), but also these “bordos” are important for resident
birds such as Mexican Duck (Anas platyrhynchos diazi) (Medi-
na-Torres et al. 2007) which is a protected species in Mexico
(SEMARNAT 2010). The fact that the Least Grebe is also found in
some of these sites outside its known range could be related
to the presence of new suitable feeding and breeding sites
(Ortega-Alvarez 2013), or areas in Mexico not yet surveyed
intensely. Least Grebes could have an increasing population
due to its generalized feeding habits, and high reproductive
rate (Storer 2011). On the other hand, human activities such
as agriculture, tourism, urban and industrial development have
contributed to habitat loss and contamination of wetlands eco-
systems, which may explain the expanding of the Least Grebe
from the original breeding sites on the tropics (Wilson and
Ryan 1997, Aguilar 2003).

Least Grebe is a species that breeds year-round in the tro-
pics (Storer 2011). In Jalisco and Aguascalientes, in areas close
to Nochistlan de Mejia, young Least Grebe have been recor-
ded in January, June, October, and December (eBird 2012). |
found young Least Grebe in February, May, July, September,
October, and November. The nearest sites to Nochistlan de
Mejia where the Least Grebe has been recorded are Yahualica,
northeast Jalisco, approximately to 16.5 km (Naturalista 2016),
and Agostaderito, southwestern Aguascalientes, approxima-
tely to 54.5 km (eBird 2012, Figure 1). With respect to young
Least Grebe records, they are located in presa Huaxtla, Jalisco,
southwestern Nochistlan de Mejia, approximately to 90 km,
and at Parque Ecolégico El Cedazo, Aguascalientes, northeast
Nochistlan de Mejia, approximately to 70 km (eBird 2012).

In Zacatecas, the Least Grebe was not previously re-
corded until 2012, likely as a consequence of poor avifauna
studies in this state (Pérez-Valadez 2016). Since then | have
observed this species in different sites within the municipality
of Nochistlan de Mejia, and even in some of these sites like
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Capulin de Abajo they continue breeding. This site has a good
aquatic vegetation cover and there is no presence of cattle.
On the other hand, | visited El Tuiche and La Jabonera the
last months of 2016, when both artificial ponds retain water,
and found no young, just two adults at El Tuiche. This could
happen as a consequence of human and cattle disturbance.
For example, At La Jabonera, cattle increased and aquatic ve-
getation was reduced by human activity around the artificial
pond, with no Least Grebes. In Nochistlan de Mejia, agri-
culture represents approximately 32.5% of the surface (INEGI
2010), and it continues increasing with cattle grazing, which
means that people make more artificial ponds (pers. obs.).
Most of the artificial ponds where | recorded Least Grebe co-
rresponded to ponds located in abandoned ranches, where
aquatic vegetation prospered, and there were no cattle pre-
sent in the area.

Least Grebe is a common species in Nochistlan de Mejia;
| found it at 18 different sites within the municipality, and re-
corded it all months of the year in an altitudinal range between
1600 to 2297 meters above sea. Despite | did not carry out sur-
veys in the northern part of the municipality, there are poten-
tially good artificial ponds for the presence of the Least Grebe.
As a protected species in Mexico (SEMARNAT 2010), and the fact
that until recently has been recorded breeding in Zacatecas,
it is important to continue with surveys for a better understan-
ding of the environmental requirements of Least Grebe in this
area of Mexico.

Acknowledgements

To A. Pérez Valadez for his help during my fieldwork. To A.G.
Navarro Siglienza for his valuable comments to improve this
manuscript and special gratitude to owners of the properties
where | did my fieldwork. Thanks to P. Enriquez, the associate
editor and the anonymous reviewers for their comments on the
manuscript.

Literature cited

Aguilar, V. 2003. Aguas continentales y diversidad bioldgica de
México: un recuento actual. CONABIO. Biodiversitas 48:1-
15.

Brinkley, E.S. and A. Humann. 2001. Grebes. Pp. 127-131 In
The Sibley guide to bird life and behavior. Alfred A. Knopf,
New York. USA.

Carmona, R., E.M. Zamora-Orozco and J.A. Castillo-Guerrero.

Huitzil, Rev. Mex. Ornitol. Vol. 18. NGm. 2: 250-255 (julio-diciembre 2017) 254

1999. Registros nuevos del zambullidor menor (Tachy-
baptus dominicus) y de diez especies de anatidos en las
adyacencias de la bahia de La Paz, Baja California Sur,
México. Anales del Instituto de Biologia serie Zoologia
70:191-203.

eBird. 2012. eBird: Una base de datos en linea para la abun-
dancia y distribucién de las aves [aplicacion de internet].
eBird, Cornell Lab of Ornithology, Ithaca, New York. Dis-
ponible en: <http://www.ebird.org> (consultado el 15 de
diciembre de 2016).

Howell, S.N.G. and S. Webb. 1995. A Guide to the Birds of
Mexico and Northern Central America. Oxford University
Press. Oxford, U.S.A.

INEGI (Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia) (en linea).
2010. Compendio de informacién geografica municipal.
Nochistlan de Mejia, Zacatecas. Disponible en: <www.
inegi.gob.mx> (consultado el 28 de marzo de 2017).

Llinas, J. and M.L Jiménez. 1997. Recent records of the Least
Grebe Tachybaptus dominicus in Baja California sur,
Mexico. Anales del Instituto de Biologia serie Zoologia
68:187-191.

Medina-Torres, S.M., M. Marquez-Olivas and E. Garcia-
Moya. 2007. Uso y seleccion de embalses por el pato
mexicano (Anas diazi) en la regién del Llano, Aguasca-
lientes-Jalisco, México. Acta Zooldgica Mexicana (n.s.)
23(2):163-181.

McCormack, J.E., G. Castafieda-Guayasamin and G. Levandos-
ki. 2007. Sierra Santa Rosa: An oasis of bird Diversity in
arid Northern Mexico. Ornitologia Neotropical 18:369-
377.

Naturalista. 2016. CONABIO. Zampullin macacito (Tachybaptus
dominicus). Disponible en: <http://www.naturalista.mx/
taxa/4239> (consultado el 22 de diciembre de 2016).

Ortega-Alvarez, R. 2013. Least grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus)
breeding outside its range: importance of artificial habi-
tats for a species of waterbird. Southwestern Naturalist
58:357-359.

Pérez-Valadez, N. 2016. Adiciones a la avifauna del estado de
Zacatecas. Huitzil 17(2):175-183.

SEMARNAT (Secretaria de Medio Ambiente y Recursos Naturales).
2010. Norma Oficial Mexicana NOM-059-SEMARNAT-2010,
Proteccién Ambiental — Especies nativas de México de flora
y fauna silvestres — Categorias de riesgo y especificaciones
para su inclusién, exclusién o cambio - lista de especies en
riesgo. Diario Oficial de la Federacion. 30 de diciembre de
2010, Segunda Seccién. México, D.F.

Storer, R\W. 2011. Least Grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus). In
The Birds of North America Online (A. Poole, Ed.). Ithaca:

0js.huitzil.net



Records of the Least Grebe (Tachybaptus dominicus) in Zacatecas

Cornell Lab of Ornithology; Retrieved from the Birds of ~ Wilson, M.H. and D.A. Ryan. 1997. Conservation of Mexican
North American Online: http:bna.birds.cornell.edu/bna/ wetlands: role of the North American Wetlands Conserva-
species/024, doi 10.2173/bna.24. tion Act. Wildlife Society Bulletin 25:57-64.

Sociedad para el Estudio y Conservacion
de las Aves en México, A.C.

Huitzil, Rev. Mex. Ornitol. Vol. 18. Nim. 2: 250-255 (julio-diciembre 2017) 255 0js.huitzil.net





